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18.810.010 Intent. 

 Intent adapted from 18.19B/C.200, Hillside Sites, with minor revisions for clarity. 

A. Intent. Hillsides are essential to the character of Issaquah and growth in Issaquah will often involve 
development on sloped sites. The forested hillsides surrounding Central Issaquah serve important scenic and 
ecological functions and are a source of carbon sequestration to mitigate climate change. IMC 18.802.180 
Steep slope hazard areas development standards, addresses protection of steep slopes of 40% or more. This 
chapter intends to provide protection and development mitigation for sloped sites between 15% and 40%, 
or those above 40% that are exempt from steep slope hazard area development standards. This chapter 
intends to minimize natural hazards and visual impacts caused by disturbances to hillsides by requiring 
development that respects natural landforms and preserves intact forests. This chapter also establishes 
standards for the careful use of retaining walls.  To achieve these intents, this chapter addresses the 
following topics: 
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1. Site and building design on forested hillside sites; 

2. Street and access design on hillside sites; 

3. Design and placement of retaining walls;  

4. Management of grading to avoid excessive cuts and fills; and  

5. Preservation of hillsides while allowing appropriate development. 

B. Priorities for protection. Protecting hillside sites requires balancing several, sometimes competing, priorities. 
Applicants must carefully consider each of the following values the City holds for hillside development when 
preparing development proposals: 

1. To preserve trees and forested areas;  

2. To maintain natural site characteristics and to minimize view impacts from development; 

3. To allow an appropriate level of development, generally avoiding intensive development of forested 
hillsides, while allowing sloped sites in Central Issaquah to develop with more intensity; 

4. To minimize forest fragmentation and retain existing stands of trees; 

5. To ensure retaining walls do not dominate the streetscape;  

6. To avoid heavy re-grading that would require many truck trips during construction; and 

7. To ensure a connected network of paths, trails, and safe street crossings. 

18.810.020 Applicability  

 The following applicability standard and exception is new and proposed for clarity.  

A. The standards in this chapter are applicable to all development activities that require ground disturbance to 
slopes 15% or greater with a vertical rise of 10 feet or greater. Slopes 15% or greater with less than 10 feet 
of vertical elevation gain are exempt from the standards in this chapter> 

Figure 18.810.020  

 

B. Subdivision activities dividing lots with an average slope of 15% or greater are subject to IMC 18.810..050 
Subdivision of Hillside Sites.  
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 The provision below is intended to address engineered slopes greater than 40% that may be exempt from 
Critical Areas regs. 

C. Development on slopes greater than 40% is limited under IMC 18.802.180, Steep Slopes; however, any 
development on slopes greater than 40% that are exempt from said Steep Slopes regulations must comply 
with this chapter. 

D. Transfer of Development Rights (TDRs) standards may also be used to preserve forested hillsides per IMC 
18.806. 

18.810.030 Measurement and Mapping.  

 This is a new section identifying acceptable methods of measuring and determining whether a site meets 
the applicability criteria. Slope measurement mirrors that defined in the Critical Areas Code for Steep Slopes 
for consistency.  

A. Applicants must provide a site topographic survey to better define the site's slope conditions.  

B. The slope is measured by establishing its toe and top and measured by averaging the inclination over at 
least 10 feet of vertical relief.  

 The average formula may be consolidated under Subdivisions in the next phase. New graphics will be added 
to this section in the next draft.  

C. Average slope, for the purpose of subdivisions, is measured as: 

S = (0.00229 (C) (L)) / (A)  

1. Where: 

a. S = Average slope as a percentage 

b. C = Contour interval (in feet). The contour interval is the different in elevation between contour 
lines.  

c. L = Total length of all contour lines on the parcel (in feet) 

d. A = Area of subject parcel (in square feet)  

2. Contour intervals and length of contour lines must be calculated using a topographic map having a scale 
of not less than one inch equals 200 feet and a contour interval of not more than five feet.  

[Placeholder Image] 



 Issaquah Title 18 Code Update Project 
18.810 Forested Hillside Preservation - external review  page 4 of 18 

 

D. Building height on slopes must be the measured as the vertical distance from the existing grade of the site to 
an imaginary plane located at the allowed number of feet above and parallel to the grade. The maximum 
allowable building may not be modified using average grade or averaging of building heights.  

Figure 18.810.030.C Measuring Max Building Height 

 

18.810.040 Alternative Compliance Options to Achieve Protection Priorities   

 This section is new material. It involves some process-related standards in addition to review criteria. The 
goal is to allow "structured flexibility"-- recognizing that certain sites may not be able to fully comply due to 
tradeoffs and conflicts.  

A. Intent. This chapter contains important standards to protect forested hillside and community character from 
impacts of development. Yet there are times when allowing flexibility in how the code is applied can lead to 
better results for the environment and the community. For example, in some cases, a deeper cut or taller 
wall can lead to greater tree preservation than a series of shorter, terraced walls. Some examples of 
development tradeoffs are shown below in Figure 18.210.040.A, Protection Priorities and Complying with 
the Standards. These types of tradeoffs do not apply to all project sites or development proposals. This 
section is intended to provide a process for Applicants to explore options for achieving greater overall 
benefits to forested hillside sites through flexibility with certain standards.  
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Figure 18.810.040.A Protection Priorities and Complying with the Standards 

 

B. Applicability. The following flexibility allowances apply only to developments that meet the following 
criteria: 

1. The development otherwise must comply with this chapter per IMC 18.810.020 Applicability; 

2. The project site is either located in Central Issaquah or contains and maintains over 51% tree canopy 
coverage.  

3. Requested deviations are only allowed from wall height, terracing, or grading standards of this chapter. 

C. Procedure.  

1. A pre-submittal meeting is required, see IMC 18.202.120, Procedures, Pre-application staff meeting.  

2. Submittal requirements. The applicant must submit all information required by the most current 
submittal requirements published by the Permit Center in advance of the meeting. 

D. Review Process. The requested alternative compliance options will be reviewed with other technical project 
areas per IMC 18.204.300, Department review and staff report, and 18.204.320, Decision. The 
decisionmaker may approve, deny, or approve with conditions the alternative compliance option that best 
satisfies the Approval Criteria below. If an alternative compliance option is not approved, the project must 
meet the standards of this chapter without modification. 

E. Approval Criteria. Alternative flexible compliance requests must only be approved when: 

1. The request is made following the procedures set forth in subsection B of this section; 

2. The proposal better achieves the overall priorities of this chapter, as outlined in 18.810.010.B, Priority 
Criteria; 

3. The proposal complies with IMC 18.812 Tree Preservation; and 

4. The proposal balances one or more competing intents of this Title.  
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18.810.050 Subdivision of Hillside Sites  

 This section is new material.   

A. The intent of this section is to retain the natural features of hillside sites by minimizing impacts of new 
subdivision and development.  

B. The standards in this section apply to the subdivision of a site with 15% or greater average slopes. 
Subdivision permitting and procedures are defined under 18.300, Subdivisions.  

1. Tree preservation and landscape vegetation standards are required per chapters 18.812, Tree 
Preservation and 18.610, Landscaping.  

C. Subdivision Design. Subdivisions of sites with 15% or greater slopes are required to meet the following 
criteria.  

1. A site proposed for subdivision must be divided into parcels of similar slope.  

 Following standard is new material on driveway access adapted from peer city research. 

2. Each lot with slopes with 15% or greater must demonstrate:  

a. provision of feasible driveway access to a future residence not to exceed 15% or provide other means 
for meeting emergency access and fire protection requirements;  

b. and  feasibility of construction of a residence on the lot through a design consistent with the 
standards of this code.  

3. Shared driveway access and private roads may be utilized where significant reduction of grading can be 
accomplished compared to separate driveway access for each individual lot. 

3. All sites have a buildable area given maximum disturbance area, per 18.810.060.B, Disturbance Limits. 

4. Design building sites to maximize uninterrupted forested area and open space location.  

5. Roadways must be designed to follow the standards in 18.810.070, Street and Access Design Standards. 

 Following standards are new material adapted from peer city research.  

6. Parcels must be located and configured to minimize the amount of grading needed for site development 
and access. 

a. Building locations must minimize hillside disturbance, As shown in in Figure 18.810.050.C.6, 
Subdivision Design to Preserve Hillsides.   
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Figure 18.810.050.C.6 Subdivision Design to Preserve Hillsides 

 

 

b. For sites on hillsides, subdivision applications may use clustering to reduce or avoid development on 
slopes.  

 

!ǊǘƛŎƭŜ LLΥ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ 

18.810.060 Site Design on Hillsides 

 This section adapts UD 1.2.1, Hillsides and Sloped Sites and 18.19B/C.200 on hillside development in the 
Talus / Issaquah Highlands replacement regulations. Standards across Talus/Highlands and Central Urban 
Design Manual practically identical in application and thresholds.  

 The following standards are mostly identical across UD 1.2.1, Hillsides and Sloped Sites and 18.19B/C.200, 
Hillside sites. 

 The intent section is new material. 

A. The standards in this section intend to: 

1. Preserve and maintain existing grades and hillsides;  

2. Minimize forest fragmentation; and 

3. Limit development disturbance to natural vegetation on slopes and hillsides. 

 The following standard on lot disturbances is a new approach.  

B. Site Design Standards 
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 The following standard was adapted from 18.19B/C.200, Talus/Issaquah Highlands Replacement Regulations 
on Hillside Sites. 

1. Site access, building placement, and other site feature designs must follow natural contours and blend 
into site's natural context.  

 Following standards on decks is new material, adapted from Glendale, CA Hillside Design Guidelines  

2. Decks must terrace with the hillside. 

 The following standard was adapted from18.19B/C.200, Talus/Issaquah Highlands Replacement Regulations 
on Hillside Sites. The existing standard was adapted to encourage screening to achieve greater hillside 
protection rather than development on the sloped area. 

3. Buildings may not interrupt natural ridgelines, except in circumstances where buildings at the top of the 
grade would preserve more of the natural hillside.  

a. If siting a structure at the top of a grade, the applicant must screen the structure using vegetation or 
trees to ensure the ridgeline is uninterrupted or building silhouetted, as shown in Figure 
18.810.060.C.  
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Figure 18.810.060.C Silhouetting Structures and Screening 

 

 

18.810.070 Streets and Access Design Standards on Hillsides 

 This section is new material, adapting graphics and code language from Glendale, CA's Hillside Design 
Guidelines. In the next phase to consolidate the draft code, staff will evaluate the proper location for this 
code section.  

A. Location. Roadways must follow natural contours instead of being cut through landforms. Natural 
features, such as ridges, rock outcroppings, groves of trees, or riparian areas must be 
preserved. 
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 The following graphics are  

Figure 18.810.070 Roadways and Natural Grades 

 

B. Where roadway cuts are necessary, they must be made as natural appearing as possible, as exemplified in 
Figure 18.810.060.G.2, Cuts and Roadway Design. 
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Figure 18.810.070. Roadway Cuts  

 

C. Roadways. When a wall is needed adjacent to a roadway or sidewalk, Retaining walls or landscaped crib 
walls are required, rather than manufactured slopes, as shown in Figure 18.810.090.F, Retaining Walls 
Adjacent to Roadways. The retaining wall or crib wall must be no taller than six feet and must meet the 
standards in 18.810.100. The landscaping must be designed to not interfere with sightlines, sidewalk access, 
or roads.  
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Figure 18.810.090.F Retaining Walls Adjacent to Roadways 

 

D. To minimize grading, on-street parking may be provided in "bays" rather than continuous parallel parking 
along the street, as shown in in Figure 18.810.070, Parking Stalls on Hillsides. 

18.810.070.D On-Street Parking Stalls on Hillsides 
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18.810.080 Building Design on Hillsides 

 Intent adapted from UD 1.2.1, Hillsides and Sloped Sites 

A. The standards in this section intend to: 

1. Minimize building-related disturbance to hillsides; and  

2. Mitigate the visual effects of development through vegetation and screening 

B. Building Design Standards  

 Following standard adapted from UD 1.2.1, Hillsides and Sloped Sites 

1. Buildings facades must use natural materials or colors that blend with the surrounding natural 
environment and hillside.  

2. Building foundation walls and lower elevations must be screened using landscaping.  

3. Developments must reduce the visual impact of development on hillside sites through massing. 
Examples include: 

a. Stepping foundations and rooflines such that the building follows the natural grade, as shown in 
Figure 18.810.080.B.3.a, Roofline and Foundations Stepping Up the Grade. 

Figure 18.810.080.B.3.a Roofline and Foundations Stepping Up the Grade 

 

 The following strategies were adapted from the City of Chelan, Hillside Development and Design Standards. 

b. Stepping the building down a slope so that views are unincumbered from the top of a grade, as 
shown in Figure 18.810.080.B.3.b, Step-Down Building Massing.  



 Issaquah Title 18 Code Update Project 
18.810 Forested Hillside Preservation - external review  page 14 of 18 

Figure 18.810.080.B.3.b Step-Down Building Massing 

 

 

18.810.090 Grading 

 New intent material added 

A. The standards in this section intend to minimize disturbance to existing and natural grades and encourage 
development that complements the surrounding grade.  

 Following standard adapted from City of Chelan's Hillside Development Standards 

B. Mass regrading of parcels to create flat building sites is prohibited, as shown in Figure 18.810.090.D, 
Minimizing Cut and Fill.  

 Following code standards adapted from UD 1.2.1, Hillsides and Sloped Sites 

C. A geotechincal report must show how grading design maintains as much of the natural vegetation and 
contouring as possible. Exposed cuts and fills must be minimized, and final grading recontoured and 
landscaped to blend into the site and appear natural.  

 The cut depth was reduced from 15 feet to 10 in UD 1.2.1, Hillside and Slope Sites standards based on Clarity 
Engineering's recommendation.  

D. Changes to the natural grades (cut or fill) must not be more than 10 feet. 
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Figure 18.810.090.D Minimizing Cut and Fill 

 

 Following standards adapted from Talus / Highlands 19.19B/C.200. The current text across both Talus and 
Highlands sections is identical. Examples provided for standard, D, on straight slopes and blending newly 
added. 

E. Straight, engineered, unnatural appearing slopes, walls, and/or landscape are not allowed. Grades and 
landscape must blend with the surroundings, including natural open space when present. Examples of 
blending with the surrounding include maintaining native and existing vegetation, soils, and imitating or 
complementing nearby slopes.  

 

18.810.100 Retaining Walls 

 The following intent is new material. 

A. The standards in this section intend to ensure a preservation of existing grades and limiting the visual impact 
of retaining walls.  

B. Standards Applicable to All Uses.  

 Following standards adapted from 18.07.110 Accessory structures ς Uninhabitable. 

1. Retaining walls or rockeries over four feet in height at any point require a Building Permit. Height is 
measured from the bottom of the footing to the top of the wall. 






